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II. Representation of a Play.
At the commencement of Elizabeth's reign the general public
had opportunities of witnessing plays performed on the stage
erected either in the open air or in some inn-yard. In the year
1576 three theatres were set up in London. The servants of the
Earl of Leicester built their theatre at Blackfriars, while " The
Theatre" and "The Curtain" were erected in Shoreditch
fields.
The greater part of the interior of the above mentioned
theatres was open to the weather, only the stage and a portion
of the gallery being covered. The stage consisted of a bare
room, the walls of which were covered with tapestry. When a
tragedy was to be enacted, the tapestry was often removed and a
covering of black substituted. Running along the back of the
stage, at a height of from eight to ten feet above the floor, was a
kind of gallery. This served for a variety of purposes. On it,
those actors who were supposed to speak from upper windows,
towers, mountain sides, or any elevated place, took their stand.
There was no movable scenery. Sometimes a change of scene
was represented by the introduction of some suggestive article of
stage furniture. Thus, for example, a bough of a tree was
brought on to represent a forest; a cardboard imitation of a
rock served for a mountainous place, or for the pebbly beach of
the sea-shore. Wooden imitations of horses and towers were'
also introduced. But the most common way of indicating a
change of scene was by hanging put a board bearing in large
letters the name of the place of action.
A flag was unfurled on the roof of a theatre when a per-
formance was about to be given.
Usually the play commenced at three o'clock, and lasted two
or three hours. The pit or " yard " of the theatre was occupied
by the lower classes, who had to stand during the whole
performance. The nobility took their seats either in the boxes
or on the rush-strewn stage. A flourish of trumpets was the
signal that the play was about to commence. When the
trumpets had sounded a third time, a figure clothed in a long
black robe came forward and recited the prologue. The curtain
in front of the stage then divided and the play began.
The actors appeared in costumes which, though sometimes
costly, were not always in accordance with the time and place
demanded by the play. They acted their parts in masks 'and
wigs; and the female characters were always filled by boys or
smooth-faced young men.
Between the acts there was dancing and singing, and some-
times at the close the clown would perform a 'jig to send the
audience home in good, humour. Finally, the actors assembled
on the stage, knelt down, and offered up a prayer for the
reigning monarch.